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OUTDOOR 
RECREATION IN ALASKA 


BACKGROUND 


For many people throughout the Nation, as well as for State residents, Alaska’s vast expanses of wilderness and outdoor 
recreation land are the essence of this State, the quality that makes Alaska unique to the Nation. Nowhere else in the Nation 
are there such expanses of scenic lands undisturbed by human use. To some outdoor recreationists, the opportunity to 
experience such areas is what Alaska is all about. 


However, Alaska’s great amount of untouched land has supported a commonly held myth that Alaska has an unlimited 
amount of accessible wilderness, even near urban areas. Sheer quantity creates the impression of availability, and location 
tends to be overlooked. In reality, public lands that are easily accessible are rapidly being transferred to private ownership as 
the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act is implemented and as the State and municipalities dispose of lands. Alaska’s sparse 
road system and the added expense of boat or plane charters to remote areas further limit the availability of recreation lands. 


At the same time, the demand for outdoor recreational experiences will continue to grow in Alaska, and it is reasonable to 
expect that this growth in demand will be more rapid than growth in population. There are several dimensions to projections 
of increased recreational activity in the Nation and Alaska. First, there is the direct relationship between population and 
recreation demand. On the basis of information provided by the Institute of Social and Economic Research, Alaska’s 
population is projected to increase from approximately 442,000 in 1980 to 751,000 by the year 2000. Compounding 
increases directly related to population growth is the fact that the proportion of population engaging in outdoor recreation 
has been increasing nationally. In part, this can be attributed to long-term rising trends in per capita income and increases in 
leisure time. It may also be a reflection of changing consumer preferences. Further, on an individual basis the amount of time 
devoted to recreation appears to be increasing. This change may also be related to rising incomes and increasing time. 


Finally, the demand for outdoor recreation will be directly related to the cost of the experience. Since the cost of travel, both 
in terms of time and money is a highly important variable, it is clear that a reduction in travel costs and time will tend to 
result in increased use of outdoor recreation lands. Better highways, reduced airfares, and generally improved access will 
increase recreational opportunities, but also add to the demand for recreation. 


Assuring that outdoor recreational opportunities will continue to be widely available to people at all income levels. will 
require foresight and careful planning. In the absence of a public program to protect recreation lands for present and future 
generations, prevailing market forces and demands will gradually lead to the conversion of accessible public lands to private 
ownership. Already this has happened in many areas. Should this trend continue, we will face a future where there will be few 
remaining recreation lands in accessible locations. Overcrowding recreational experiences will be available only to those who 
can afford long and costly travel. 


However, this scenario is not inevitable. Through planning, we can retain a balance and mix of public and private lands, and 
access to public lands can be expanded. We can prevent the homogenization of land use and ownership and preserve enough 
diversity to accommodate the variety of needs and interests which characterize our society. 
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In reviewing municipal, State, and Federal recreation land policy in Alaska, the Commission has found that there is a special 
need to clarify the difference between State and Federal roles regarding public recreation lands. The two governments hold 
differing policies for recreational land use and own different types of lands. However, in recent years the debate over the 
Federal (d)(2) lands has tended to emphasize the Federal role in public recreation and to overshadow the equally important 
though different role of the State. 


In broad perspective, Federal lands tend to be more remote and inaccessible than State lands and to have a higher proportion 
of mountainous and wetlands areas. State lands are generally nearer to communities and traveled ways and have a higher 
proportion of valleys and benchlands which can accommodate more intensive activity. Because of their relative accessibility, 
many State lands are particularly important for public recreational uses. For the same reason, State lands are much in demand 
for private acquisition. 


The State and Federal policies which govern recreation land management are also different. Federal policy emphasizes 
protection of the land and its resources, and Federal managers generally try to keep recreational use light and dispersed. State 
policy emphasizes the accessibility of recreational lands for human use, and State management generally allows a more 
intensive level of activity while still maintaining the natural character of the land. 


In addition to its role as a landowner, the State has special responsibility for comprehensive planning of outdoor recreation 
opportunities throughout the State and for coordinating Federal, State, municipal, and private recreation providers to 
maximize public benefits. This role is comparable to the State’s comprehensive planning responsibilities for fish and game 
management and for transportation systems. Though the Federal Government continues to manage the majority of the land 
acreage in Alaska, the State has the primary responsibility for providing recreational opportunities for its people and its 
visitors. 
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7) COMMISSION RECOMMENDATIONS 


For these reasons, the Commission has directed many of its recommendations on public recreation in Alaska to the State 
government. 


Recommendation to State Government: By statute, the State Legislature should establish policy as follows: 


1. Public Value of Recreation: State policy should recognize that a variety of recreational opportunities are important to 
the health and well-being of all Alaskans, as well as to the State’s economy. On this basis, the State should actively 
encourage recreation as an important use of public lands. 


2. Need for Accessible Recreation Lands: State policy should recognize that many Alaskans cannot afford long and costly 
travel to recreation areas. To insure recreational opportunities for all, State recreation lands should include lands that 
are convenient and accessible to populated areas. The amount of such land should be determined in relation to future, 
as well as existing needs for public recreation. 


3. Assertion of Recreation Values in State Land Decisions: State policy should recognize that accessible and waterfront 
lands are valuable for public recreation, as well as for private acquisition. Public recreational values should be actively 
asserted in the process of deciding about State land selection, classification, management, and disposal. 


4. State Park System Categories: State policy should recognize that different components of the State Park System have 
different purposes and serve varying needs. The Legislature should adopt a statement of intent for various elements of 
the State Park System, including a designation for water-based recreation areas. 


5. Recreation Values in Other State Lands: State policy should recognize that many State lands outside the State Park 
System combine recreational values with other public resources. Such lands should be considered for dedication to 
public use under the State’s new Public Reserve System which allows management for a variety of compatible uses. 


6. Consideration of Nonrecreational Uses: State recreation policy should recognize that decisions about recreation lands 
affect other types of land use. Recreation planners should be directed to evaluate their decisions in relation to the 
public interest in other uses of the land and to seek participation by municipalities and other governmental agencies 
that have an interest in nonrecreational, as well as recreational land uses. 


7. Encouraging Local Recreation: State policy should encourage community recreation at a local governmental level. The 
State should support strong technical and financial assistance to local communities for establishment of recreation areas 
and programs. Such assistance should reflect local goals and requirements. Emphasis should be placed on assisting 
smaller communities with limited resources and communities which are destinations for recreationists from outside the 
local area. 


8. Interagency Liaison: State policy should recognize that there are a number of State agencies besides the Division of 
Parks that influence public recreational opportunities. The Division of Lands, the Department of Transportation and 
Public Facilities, and the Department of Fish and Game each have a determinative influence on the supply and 
availability of public recreational opportunities. The recreation planning capability of State agencies outside the 
Division of Parks should be strengthened, and systems for interdepartmental liaison on matters having to do with State 
lands and resources should be developed and formalized. 


9. Statewide and Regional Planning and Coordination: State policy should recognize that the State has the primary 
responsibility for statewide and regional recreational planning and for coordination of the many providers of public 
recreational opportunities. To strengthen this aspect of the State’s recreation role, the Alaska Park and Recreation 
Council should be established as a statutory entity of State government with funding and responsibility to obtain public 
participation in recreation planning; to coordinate Federal, State, local, and private recreation providers; and to develop 
regional recreation plans which can serve as a basis for coordination. The Alaska Land Manager’s Cooperative Task 
Force should also be called on to assist in the coordination of recreation projects and programs at a statewide level. 


Recommendation to Federal Agencies: Federal recreation managers and funding agencies should recognize that the State has 
responsibility for recreation planning and coordination on a statewide basis and should participate actively in the 
development and implementation of State-sponsored recreation plans. 
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FACTS AND FINDINGS 


OUTDOOR RECREATIONAL ACTIVITY 


il. For most recreationists, whether land is in State, Federal, or municipal ownership is only an incidental consideration. 
The primary interest is in the type and quality of experience to be gained. Often the trip to a recreation destination is a 
valuable component of the recreational experience and, in some cases, the availability of services such as restaurants and 
lodging are essential to enjoyment of public lands. 


2. Recreational activity extends across ownership boundaries and involves property in both the private and public sector. 
In this respect, planning and land management for public outdoor recreation is comparable to planning and land 
management for fish and wildlife protection or for the development of transportation facilities. 


3. In villages, the primary need for public recreation assistance is for community recreation programs and sites for active 
recreational use which will contribute to the quality of life within the village, particularly during long seasons of low 
employment. 


4. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act is resulting in the transfer of popular recreation areas, such as Bristol Bay 
sports fishing lands, from public to private ownership. Land ownership gives the Native corporations a greater 
opportunity to benefit economically from tourism and recreation. Changes in ownership will also tend to place greater 
recreation pressures on remaining public lands. 


5. Recreational activity concentrates heavily around points of access, particularly along areas accessible by road. In areas 
away from roads, waterfront, and airstrips, recreational activity is dispersed, but still tends to concentrate at attractive 
lakes and streams. 
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6. Near urban areas, lands with prime recreational values, particularly land with road or water access, also have high value 
as private real estate. Unless public lands needed for recreation are clearly identified and reserved for this purpose, 
accessible lands will eventually be closed to public use through disposal to private ownership. Should this occur, people 


will have to travel farther from the community to reach public open space. Alternatively, costly repurchase of 
accessible lands will be necessary. 


7. In the future, population growth, combined with increases in per capita income and leisure time, will generate an ever 
increasing demand for recreation resources. Unless the supply of accessible recreation lands is increased or recreational 
use is redirected, existing recreation sites will be used more intensely. 


8. Alaska lands are used for recreation by people from other parts of the nation and world, as well as by residents. In 1977 
between 40 and 50 percent of the people using lands in the Alaska State Park System were from out of state. The 
State is mandated to provide the same outdoor recreation opportunities for Alaskan visitors, as well as for its residents. 


9. Alaska’s wealth of outdoor recreational opportunity is a significant asset to the State’s economy. It has been estimated 
that in 1977 people visiting Alaska for recreation spent over $200,000,000. Visitor expenditures have been growing 
steadily over time. 


GOVERNMENTAL ROLES 


1. Federal agencies see their primary role as preserving land and resources of outstanding value for the nation as a whole. 
Accordingly, their management policies seek to disperse or manage recreational use to protect the resource. 


2. Municipalities, on the other hand, see their role as providing recreation sites and programs conveniently located for use 
by local residents. Municipal recreation sites are often used intensively and require expensive development and 
management. 


3. The State’s primary recreation agency, the Division of Parks, defines its role as providing accessible outdoor recreation 
opportunities to Alaska residents and visitors while protecting the natural resources of the land. State park policy is use 
oriented, like that of the municipalities, but has some aspects of the Federal orientation towards natural resource 
protection. 
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4. Each governmental level provides an essential component in the array of outdoor recreational opportunities sought by 
the public. State recreation areas which accommodate intensive recreational use by the traveling public are needed if 
Federal lands are to be maintained in their natural state for low-intensity uses. 


5. There is a rough alignment between the character of lands owned by different governmental levels and their differing 
recreation management policies. The vast, remote, and often rugged or marshy character of Federal lands is best suited 
for light, dispersed use; the State holds more accessible and usable lowlands; whereas municipal recreation lands are 
generally smaller sites within developed communities. But there are important exceptions to this generality, most 
notably, early Federal withdrawals adjoining communities and highways, such as the Chugach and Tongass National 
Forests, the Kenai National Moose Range, and the military withdrawals near Fairbanks and Anchorage. Conversely, the 
State Park System includes holdings of remote and mountainous land such as the Wood-Tikchik State Park. 


6. In addition to its role as a provider of recreation lands and facilities, the State has special responsibility for 
comprehensive planning, for coordination of various governmental levels, for assisting local communities in recreation 
projects, and for identifying and preserving historic areas and structures. 


7. Within communities, recreation planning, program operation, and site maintenance are most effectively accomplished 
by the local government, which has a direct and daily knowledge of local needs and conditions. 


8. The State’s policy has been to encourage local governments to assume responsibility for recreation sites and programs 
located within the community. 


9. Local communities vary considerably in their ability and willingness to provide public recreation services. Often, small 
isolated communities with heavy unemployment are most in need of local recreation programs; yet, local governmental 


resources are inadequate to meet this need. In relation to other needs for scarce resources, recreation is often given a 
low priority by local governments. 


10. Some financial assistance has been provided to local governments through the State’s revenue-sharing program and 
through Land and Water Conservation funding. Occasional technical assistance has been provided, and the State has 
assisted in the organization of local Park and Recreation Councils to support the establishment of local recreation areas 
and programs. Despite these efforts, State assistance for local recreation has reached only a few communities. 
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There is a need for overall coordination of actions affecting outdoor recreation. This need exists between 
the three governmental levels as well as between agencies within Federal and State governments. 





Federal Agencies State Agencies Local Communities 

Primary: Primary: Boroughs 

National Park Service Division of Parks, Cities 

Fish and Wildlife Service Department of Natural Resources Village Councils 

Heritage Conservation and _ Division of Lands, | Local Nonprofit Organizations 
Recreation Service Department of Natural Resources | 

Bureau.of Land Management Department of Transportation 

Forest Service and Public Facilities 


Department of Fish and Game 


RECREATION RESPONSIBILITIES AND POLICIES WITHIN STATE GOVERNMENT 


1. In terms of money and effort spent, the major program of the Division of Parks has been the development and 
maintenance of a system of campgrounds, waysides, and recreation areas located along main highways for use by the 
traveling public. No other governmental level provides this service. Though providing campgrounds and recreation sites 
for the traveling public is widely accepted as a State responsibility, existing statutes do not specifically recognize this 
aspect of the Division of Park’s program. 


2. Though State law assigns primary responsibility for State recreation lands and services to the Alaska Division of Parks, 
other State agencies have a major influence on recreational opportunities in Alaska. Primary among these are the 
Division of Lands, which will eventually manage about 100 million acres; the Department of Fish and Game, which 
influences the pattern of recreational activity through its management ef fish and wildlife resources; and the 
Department of Transportation and Public Facilities, which provides various modes of access to recreation lands, as well 
as opportunities for pleasure-oriented travel. The Department of Commerce and Economic Development, the 
Department of Community and Regional Affairs, the Department of Environmental Conservation, and the Division of 
Policy Development and Planning in the Governor’s Office also have an important, though less direct, influence on 
outdoor recreation lands and resources. 


3. The Division of Lands’ decisions about land disposals are a point where critical choices between public recreation and 
other land interests must be made. In the past, land disposals in some areas have seriously reduced the State’s supply of 
accessible or waterfront recreation land, and decisions about surface and subsurface use have not always been 
compatible. 


4. Roads and highways are heavily used for recreation, as well as for transportation. Surveys show that driving for pleasure 
is a popular form of recreational activity. Road access is essential to many forms of public recreation, and for many 
people, driving is the only means of travel used. To fully accommodate the public interest, planning and design by the 
Department of Transportation and Public Facilities must reflect the importance of highways and road access to public 
recreation as well as to transportation. 
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5. The responsibilities and management tools of the Department of Fish and Game are primarily limited to one facet of 
the recreational experience of the hunter, fisherman, or wildlife observer; i.e., resource availability. Recreational 
hunting and fishing are also influenced by State agencies which control land ownership, the availability or kind of 
public access, the availability of site maintenance services, and in some cases, the availability of public camping and 
private campgrounds, lodges, and restaurants. 


6. State fish and wildlife management has historically emphasized sport fishing and hunting and paid less attention to the 
recreational value of the resource for viewing and other nonconsumptive purposes. Recently, however, the Department 
has given greater recognition to nonconsumptive resource values. 


COORDINATING OUTDOOR RECREATION PLANNING 


1. Recreation opportunities in Alaska are influenced by a wide range of public agencies at various governmental levels, as 
well as by the private sector. In the absence of effective coordination, the pattern of recreation lands and services will 
be a random composite, and opportunities to better allocate public resources by avoiding duplication and sharing or 
reorganizing responsibilities will be lost. 


2. Recreation planning by the Alaska Division of Parks is either statewide (The Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan) or local. At a regional level there is no existing State program for recreation planning and 
intergovernmental/interagency coordination. 


3. The existing A-95 Clearinghouse provides an opportunity for State and Federal agencies to comment on projects 
involving a component of Federal funding or licensing. As currently structured, the Clearinghouse is not an effective 
vehicle for interagency communication about pending decisions involving State lands and resources. The State lacks a 
formal system through which various State departments could exchange information about pending land and resource 
decisions. 


4. Recreation plans are more likely to be implemented if (a) line agencies responsible for implementation are active 
participants in plan preparation, (b) recommendations are at a level of detail and specificity comparable to that of 
agency programs and budgets, and (c) budgeting for recreation projects is keyed to the plan. 


5. The existing State Park and Recreation Council has several features which give it a nucleus from which a more effective 
entity for recreation planning and coordination could be built. Its membership is based on local representation; its 
leadership by the Lt. Governor gives it a potential for strength within the context of State government; and it has the 
beginnings of an interagency committee for coordination of recreation plans and programs. However, without a 
stronger legal mandate and staff within the Division of Parks which can help accomplish its responsibilities, the State 
Park and Recreation Council will be unable to provide effective recreation planning and interagency coordination. 
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RECREATIONAL USE PATTERNS 
Fairbanks Vicinity 


This is a sample portion of one of the study 
regions where research was conducted on 
regional recreational use patterns. The infor- 
mation shown is based on interviews with 
individuals from both the public and private 
sector who are in direct contact with local 
recreational use. The study also shows that 
recreation activities do not take place exclu- 
sively on designated recreation lands (i.e., 
Chena River State Recreation Area), but are 
dispersed throughout the State wherever 
opportunities exist. 
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The Joint Federal-State Land Use Planning Commission for Alaska was created by Congress (Chapter 17, Alaska Native 
Claims Settlement Act) and by the Alaska Legislature (A.S. 41.40) to provide a statewide land use planning process that 
will ensure the economic development of the State in a manner that is compatible with the social and economic well-being 
of the public, their interests, and the environment. The Commission has general responsibilities for improving coordination 
between State, Federal and private landowners as well as specific duties to make recommendations on the designation of 
Federal lands and on State lands to be made available for disposal or to be retained under State ownership. 
Recommendations and reports of the Commission are to be addressed to the President of the United States, the Congress, 
the Governor of Alaska, and the Alaska Legislature. 


The Commission is composed of ten members and is chaired jointly by a Federal Co-Chairman appointed by the President, 
and by the Governor of Alaska or his designee. Four members are appointed by the Secretary of the Interior and four by 
the Governor, one of whom must be an Alaskan Native. The Commissioners have been deliberately chosen to represent a 
broad range of interests and backgrounds. A small staff of professionals in planning, economics, energy, natural resources, 
transportation, and Native affairs advises the Commission in its deliberations and decisions. In actual practice, the 
Commission has found that the distinctions between State and Federal appointees are lost, and the merits of the issues 
tend to be the overriding concern. 


Current members of the Joint Federal-State Land Use Former Co-Chairmen and Commissioners: 
Planning Commission for Alaska are as follows: Burton W. Sileock, Federal Co-Chairman 
Esther C. Wunnicke, Federal Co-Chairman David S. Jackman, State Co-Chairman 

Walter B. Parker, State Co-Chairman Joseph P. Josephson, State Co-Chairman 

Richard A. Cooley Jack O. Horton, Federal Co-Chairman 
Joseph H. FitzGerald* John E. Havelock,* State Co-Chairman 
Norman Gorsuch Frederick O. Eastaugh 

Phil R. Holdsworth Charles Konigsberg 

Celia M. Hunter Tay P. Thomas 

James J. Hurley Max C. Brewer 

George W. Rogers* Charles E. Herbert 

John W. Schaeffer Harry E. Carter 


George M. Sullivan 


*Served on an interim basis as Acting State or Federal Co-Chairmen. 


Copies of a more comprehensive report on the subject, ‘“Outdoor Recreation in Alaska; An Examination of Governmental 
Roles” are available from the Joint Federal-State Land Use Planning Commission for Alaska, 733 West Fourth Avenue, 
Anchorage, Alaska 99501, (907) 279-9565; the Alaska Division of Parks, 619 Warehouse Avenue, Suite 210, Anchorage, 
Alaska 99501; or the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service, U. S. Department of the Interior, 1011 Tudor Road, 
Anchorage, Alaska 99503. 
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